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More than 100,000 refugees, the vast majority Indians, remain in camps in Mexico, afraid to return to
their homes. Most fled during the early 1980s, when the Guatemalan military and police killed more
than 10,000 people and destroyed several hundred villages. According to the Mexican Commission
to Aid Refugees (COMAR), only 2100 refugees have returned from Mexico to Guatemala since 1984
despite widely advertised repatriation efforts. The Guatemalan press announces new killings on a
daily basis. Recent advertising campagins are being administered by a colonel believed responsible
for the 1980 Panzos massacre. From January through October 1987, Guatemalan National Police said
they had recorded 918 "extra-legal" executions and 242 unsolved kidnappings. In December, the
last month for which figures are available, there were more than 170 killings recorded in Guatemala.
Human rights groups estimate that up to a half of the killings are political in nature, and that the
totals are in reality much higher. Many refugees are not enthusiastic about returning to Guatemala
because they would be obligated to live in strategic villages called "poles of development." The
villages are administered by the Guatemalan army. A few small groups have returned, such as 118
Mam Indians who arrived in early February under the auspices of the United Nations. Foreigners
who work with the refugees say that some parts of the country appear to be safe for those who
wish to return. However, even where the army is no longer killing peasants, or "paramilitary
groups" are not known to be kidnapping and torturing civilians, refugees have no land to return
to. Guatemalan land tenure is estimated to be the most unequal in the western hemisphere: three
percent of landowners control half the country's arable land. (Basic data from Latinamerica Press,
12/03/87; New York Times, 02/17/88)
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